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RESUMEN  
La conservación de la biodiversidad puede avanzar en forma ética y más eficaz 
enfocando simultáneamente la erosión biológica y cultural. Esta idea se encuentra en 
los postulados funcionales y éticos iniciales de la biología de la conservación. Sin 
embargo la investigación para la conservación ha enfatizado los inventarios, la 
cuantificación y la georreferenciación de la diversidad biológica con miras a su 
utilización. Se le asigna poca relevancia al valor intrínseco de la biodiversidad ante lo 
cual se hacen llamados a explorar formas apropiadas de “vivir con” la biodiversidad. 
Esta reflexión responde a ese llamado. Introduce el enfoque biocultural como una 
perspectiva más comprehensiva para reconocer e investigar las complejas 
interrelaciones entre procesos ecológicos y dinámicas culturales. Para la investigación 
se resalta de este enfoque la necesidad de reconocer los derechos de los pueblos 
indígenas y comunidades locales, al igual que las cosmovisiones que le dan sentido a 
las prácticas y relaciones que las comunidades establecen con el ambiente. Se explora 
la base de datos GrupLac del período 1991- 2010 en cuanto al registro de 
investigaciones sobre biodiversidad que involucran conocimiento tradicional y 
comunidades. Dado el limitado reconocimiento a las contribuciones de las comunidades, 
se reseñan las principales barreras que encuentra la adopción del enfoque biocultural 
en investigación. Se proponen premisas éticas orientadas a transformar actitudes y 
prácticas en investigación que desconocen derechos ancestrales sobre el territorio y el 
conocimiento, obstaculizan el reconocimiento del valor intrínseco de la biodiversidad, y 
como resultado impiden garantizar su conservación en un territorio biodiverso, 
pluriétnico y multicultural.  
 Palabras clave: biodiversidad, Colombia, conocimiento tradicional, ética en 
investigación, poblaciones indígenas. 
 
ABSTRACT 
The conservation of biodiversity may be deemed ethical and more effective by focusing 
simultaneously on biological and cultural erosion. This idea was in the functional and 
ethical principles of the initial understanding in conservation biology. However, 
biological conservation research has emphasized inventories, quantification and 
georeferencing biodiversity with utilitarian purposes. Such research gives little 
importance to the intrinsic value of biodiversity provoking calls to explore appropriate 
ways of "living with" biodiversity. This paper responds to that call. The biocultural 
approach offers a more comprehensive view to recognize and investigate the complex 
interrelationships between ecological processes and cultural dynamics. For research, 
this approach highlights the need to recognize the rights of indigenous peoples and 
local communities, as well as the community worldviews that infuse meaning to 
community practices and relations with the environment. This paper explores 
biodiversity research data involving traditional knowledge and communities during the 
period 1991- 2010 in the GroupLac Database. Given the limited recognition to the 
contributions of communities, this paper outlines the main barriers that the adoption of 
the biocultural approach faces. The paper proposes ethical guidelines to transform 
research attitudes and practices that ignore ancestral rights over the territory and 
traditional knowledge, hinder the recognition of the intrinsic value of biodiversity, and 
as a result, prevent conservation in a biodiverse, multi-ethnic and multicultural territory. 
 
Keywords: biodiversity, Colombia, traditional knowledge, indigenous peoples, research 
ethics. 
 
RESUMO  
A conservação da biodiversidade pode ser ética e mais eficaz focando simultaneamente 
a erosão biológica e cultural. Essa ideia encontra-se nos postulados éticos e funcionais 
iniciais da biologia da conservação. Entretanto, a pesquisa tem enfatizado inventários 
de conservação, quantificação e georreferenciamento da diversidade biológica, com 
vista à sua utilização. Pouca relevância tem sido atribuida ao valor intrínseco da 
biodiversidade, pelo qual são necessárias chamadas para explorar formas adequadas de 
"viver com" a biodiversidade. Essa reflexão responde a esse apelo. Ela introduz a 
abordagem biocultural como uma forma mais abrangente para reconhecer e investigar 
as inter-relações complexas entre processos ecológicos e dinâmicas culturais. Deste 
enfoque, ressalta-se a necessidade de reconhecer os direitos dos povos indígenas e 
comunidades locais, bem como as cosmovisões que dão o sentido às práticas e relações 
que as comunidades estabelecem com o meio ambiente. Explora-se o banco de dados 
do GroupLac para o período entre 1991-2010 no que respeita ao registo de pesquisas 
em biodiversidade envolvendo conhecimentos tradicionais e comunidades. Devido ao 
limitado reconhecimento às contribuições das comunidades, são delineadas as 
principais barreiras para a adoção da abordagem biocultural na pesquisa. São propostas 
premissas éticas orientadas à transformação das atitudes e práticas na pesquisa que 
desconhecem os direitos ancestrais sobre o território e o conhecimento, dificultando o 
reconhecimento do valor intrínseco da biodiversidade e como resultado, impedem 
garantir sua conservação em uma nação biodiversa, multi-étnica e multicultural. 
 Palavras-Chave: biodiversidade, Colombia, conhecimento tradicional, ética em 
pesquisa, povos Indígenas. 
  
 “Although scientists have been leading voices in describing the hazards we face, their 
fragmented acquisition of knowledge creates a mosaic of disconnected bits and pieces 
that does not provide an overarching context to guide our actions”. (Suzuki, 2006). 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Turnhout et al. (2013) have established the need of advancing in research and 
promotion of alternative ways that support, preserve, modify or re-invent relationships 
between nature and society. This preoccupation confirms the need to recognize and 
revitalize the relationships among human local communities and nature as bases for the 
preservation of biodiversity. This reflection about biodiversity research in Colombia 
matches with the need to adopt a vision that recognizes the interactions between 
biological and cultural diversity in research projects and programs. Given the present 
limitations, a biocultural focus is proposed in its central elements. Information on the 
Scienti de Colciencias platform is immediately examined to confirm the participation of 
indigenous and local communities in research processes. It is then shown that this 
participation predominantly occurs within a focus that excludes the recognition of their 
knowledge systems and their land rights. At the end, ethic arguments are formulated to 
transform attitudes and perspectives on research from the proposed approach. 
 
The predominance of a technological and economic approach 
 
In the mid 1980's the emergence of conservation biology was supported as an area of 
research that could provide tools and principles for the preservation of biodiversity. For 
example, Soule (1985) included functional hypotheses based on evolution as a guide 
and scientific basis for actions leading to counteract the loss of biodiversity. 
Nevertheless, in a relevant manner, he proposed tenets of deep ecology (Leopold, 
1966; Naess, 1973, Devall and Sessions, 1985), among which he included as axiological 
premise the intrinsic value of biodiversity, independent from its potential, instrumental 
or utilitarian value.   
 Deep ecology had postulated a substantial reorientation in ecological thinking pointing 
to the immanent and equivalent value of each of the manifestations of life (biocentric 
egalitarianism) and the interconnection between human beings and nature as part of 
the same and unique reality (holism metaphysical) (Keller, 2008). So every action that 
demeans, disturbs, or affects the integrity of nature, also affects humans because the 
human species is not conceived as a discrete component, separate from nature from 
the deep ecology approach. 
 
The convergence of researchers with theoretical and applied disciplinary traditions, the 
establishment of the Society for Conservation Biology (SBC) in 1987, the remarkable 
growth of the membership of SBC in subsequent years, the regular publication of the 
scientific journal Conservation Biology and the emergence of centers of activity and 
periodicals associated within and outside North America (eg, Conservation Biology in 
Practice, NeoCons and Pacific Conservation Biology) record the growing dynamics that 
characterized the consolidation of conservation biology as a field of research from the 
1980's (Meine et al., 2006). Conservation biology stands historically around scientific 
and philosophical concern for the preservation of life, aware of the impacts of economic 
development, which manifest for example, in the irreversible transformation of strategic 
ecosystems such as tropical forests and extinction of species not yet studied or 
inventoried. The fundamental consensus on preserving biodiversity prompted 
researchers from different trajectories to go beyond their disciplines in joint searches 
for interdisciplinary research to find answers to problems of conservation (Meine et al., 
2006). In contrast with the previous ecology and conservation science, the consensus 
underlying conservation biology since the 1980's reveals a commitment to preserve all 
forms of life and a concern for the rupture of relations between the human species and 
the environment, which itself carries a substantial valorative or normative load. Meine 
et al. (2006), detail and analyze the events that contributed to conservation biology’s 
consolidation of its own scientific niche in theoretical and applied research in the twenty 
years after insertion. They conclude by recording that its founders identified the 
impoverishment of our ecological heritage and the rupture of life’s evolutionary 
potential as indicators of the social and spiritual uprootedness of the human 
community.  
 
Three decades after conservation biology’s inclusion as a field of research, the balance 
presented by Turnhout et al. (2013) suggest that ethical principles have not been fully 
implemented. On the contrary, assumptions that emphasize a technological dimension 
have been imposed. Soule (1985) bet that conservation biology would help to combine 
science and technology to address environmental problems. In 1992, the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD 2016) incorporated biotechnology as an input for achieving the 
objectives of conservation and sustainable use (Art. 16, paragraph 1). However, CBD 
also introduced an economic and utilitarian dimension that included within the 
definitions of genetic and biological diversity, its potential or real value. 
This dimension has influenced the investigation to focus primarily on the inventory, 
quantifying and mapping of different ecosystems, species and existing genotypes with 
the purpose of utilizing them. Turnhout et al., (2013) note the prevalence of this trend 
in the Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) and 
make a call to explore proper ways to "live with" biodiversity. This call is based on the 
intrinsic value of biodiversity and the need to recognize and reformulate the relationship 
between the human community and nature to ensure the conservation of biodiversity. 
A more comprehensive approach in research 
The biocultural framework offers a more comprehensive approach to understanding nd 
conducting research on the complex interrelationships between ecological processes 
and cultural dynamics. This approach comes from the study and characterization of 
landscapes that were originally considered pristine or natural but that were proven to 
be highly mediated by human intervention. Through recognizing and documenting the 
presence and active role of human groups, research has shown that the structure, 
processes and conservation of both rainforests and boreal forests are permeated by the 
actions of local and indigenous communities (Correa, 1990; Denevan, 1992; Gómez-
Pompa and Kaus, 1992; Heckenberger et al., 2003; Berkes and Davidson-Hunt, 2006). 
Works done by Posey (1982) and Posey (1985) showed that the Kayapó people create 
"forest islands" (apêtê) in savanna areas as a result of their farming and transplantation 
practices between ecological zones. The recognition of the Kayapó people’s lifestyles 
and belief systems provided insight into how their productive and social practices lead 
to the conservation of biodiversity (Posey, 1985; Posey, 1997; Posey, 1999; Posey, 
2002). Based on the study of 45 initiatives on the conservation of biological, cultural 
and linguistic diversity, Maffi (2010) proposed an understanding of bioculturality as the 
interrelationship of life in all its manifestations -biological, cultural and linguistic- which 
have co-evolved within complex adaptive socio-ecological systems. 
Various research efforts on these interrelationships concur within the biocultural 
framework under other terms; for example, the concept of Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge, coined in the context of research with indigenous communities in North 
America (Johnson, 1992;. Gadgil et al, 1993; Berkes et al., 2000; Pierotti and Wildcat, 
2000). This concept includes knowledge, beliefs and practices of indigenous peoples 
about their relationships with other living organisms and environmental components; 
this knowledge is transmitted from one generation to another and illustrates the 
adaptive capacity of those human populations to ecological changing conditions. The 
notion of Collective Biocultural Heritage has a similar meaning for practices and customs 
in programs and local conservation initiatives of Andean ecosystems (Swiderska., 2006 
Swiderska et al, 2009; Ishizawa, 2010).These various approaches have as a common 
characteristic the respect and recognition of the  worldviews typical of indigenous and 
local populations that interact with particular ecosystems. In indigenous conceptions 
humans are intrinsically intertwined with nature, and the practice of mutual relations of 
coexistence generates knowledge about plants, animals and other nature components 
locally (Pierotti, 2011). In contrast, the scientific paradigm establishes the distinction 
between the subject and object of knowledge as a premise to the process of knowing 
that demands the formulation of complex and specific models that are not mediated by 
subjective convictions (Bacon, 1901; Popper, 1980; Bachelard, 1987 ; Descartes, 
2005;). The researcher must be able to distance himself/herself from the object, 
fragment it and separate it into parts in the process of seeking verifiable and universal 
truths. 
Premises of biocultural approach to research 
There is a growing consensus that biodiversity conservation can be more effective, 
ethical and fair if the actions focus on simultaneously counteracting biological and 
cultural erosion (Turner et al., 2000; Turner et al, 2008;. McShane et al ., 2011; 
Davidson-Hunt et al, 2012). This guidance requires that local knowledge associated with 
biodiversity is taken as a premise to increasing the adaptive capacity of human and 
non-human communities (Gavin et al., 2015). Gavin and others propose a series of 
principles for structuring programs and projects from biocultural conservation 
approaches. 
Among those principles is the need to recognize and respect the right of indigenous 
peoples and local communities over their territories. It is recognized that the 
conservation of bio-cultural diversity is inseparable from other central concerns of 
indigenous peoples, such as the right to self-determination, autonomy, food 
sovereignty, environmental security, intergenerational transmission of knowledge and 
the strengthening of cultural identity. 
Another principle indicates that knowledge about nature, practices and innovations for 
the use and management of biodiversity are guided by worldviews that uphold 
meaningful experiences of human communities with the environment. This principle 
means overcoming the dominance and exclusivity of scientific knowledge to define 
conservation priorities and actions so as not to omit or subordinate these systems of 
local and indigenous knowledge. The adoption of these principles is central to the 
transformation of research from a biocultural approach and its relevance is shown 
below. The underlying motivation is the search for viable partnerships and agreements 
in which different approaches can meet to create knowledge and practices that help to 
preserve biological and cultural diversity. 
 Relations between researchers, indigenous peoples and local communities 
Despite the constitutional inclusion of ethnic and cultural diversity in several Latin 
American countries, the collective rights of indigenous communities are not fully 
assumed. For example, when talking about their collectively-owned land some 
researchers use the euphemism "territories with ethnic influence." In Colombia, such 
language captures the persistence of a colonial ideology that conceives as the basis of 
nationality a homogeneous population without Indians or blacks, overlooking: first, that 
the 1991 charter redefined the legal and political foundations of the nation and second, 
that the Colombian territory is mediated by different cultures of indigenous origin, 
African descent, peasant, Rom, raizal, palenquero who continually unfold interactions 
with its geography and diverse ecosystems. When Nieto (2000) refers to the 
researchers of the botanical expedition under La Colonia, he notes that their economic 
and social interests prevented them from committing to a fully democratic ideology, 
leading them to accept relations of racial, social and economic marginalization of 
indigenous and black populations. Although the Spanish empire was overcome, 
scientific practices, sheltered by criteria of objectivity and neutrality, seem to contribute 
to research on biodiversity perpetuating the conditions of racial, social and economic 
marginalization in which indigenous, black and local communities, who interact with 
biodiversity. 
In practice, since Mutis, research on biodiversity participates in the appropriation of 
nature and local knowledge through translating it into languages and scientific formats 
for the development of products that do not directly benefit  people and communities 
(Nieto, 2000). The utilitarian implementation of the research by the then Spanish 
empire, looking for new species, and by the current Colombian government, sponsoring 
the search of biochemical components for economic exploitation, is significantly 
maintained. Modern bioprospecting is directed to find materials of biological origin 
which can be transformed into profitable products in international markets, such as 
quinine in colonial times. While research may respond to other needs, a thorough 
characterization of the interrelationships between researchers from different disciplines 
and indigenous and local communities has not been carried out. 
 
These interrelationships have been, and continue to be, numerous and diverse. This is 
confirmed by a preliminary review of the Colciencias platform National System of 
Science and Technology (ScienTI) between September 2011 and January 2012, 
covering the period 1991- 2010. The review focuses on the GrupLAC data base 
(Latinoamerica data and Caribbean Group) of the Colombia ScienTI-platform. It records 
biodiversity research activities done by researchers and research groups affiliated with 
universities and research institutes in the country. Although the GrupLAC data base 
does not generally include institutions with national or international independent 
funding, and researchers and groups do not keep their reports updated, the records 
found are indicative of the research activity that is linked with biodiversity knowledge of 
indigenous and local afro-descendant communities. 
In this sense 542 records associated with 232 research groups in the country in 
different areas of knowledge (agricultural sciences, life sciences, health sciences, exact 
and earth sciences, human sciences, applied social sciences, engineering, linguistics, 
letters and arts) were identified. 542 records correspond to research in which products 
or projects explicitly refer to the use of communities’ knowledge,  mention interaction 
with indigenous or black communities during research, or the research is described 
through using the prefix "ethno" (ethnobotanical, ethnobiological, ethnoecology, etc.). 
It is found that the greater occurrence of the interaction coincides with high biodiversity 
regions like Chocó and tropical rain forests in the Amazon, both characterized by high 
biodiversity and the presence of large indigenous and black population. The knowledge 
of indigenous and local communities referenced in the data corresponds to information 
about uses of biodiversity as food, medicine or  commercial applications which are 
extracted as useful data, while discarding the worldviews and cultural contexts that give 
them full meaning. 
 
Preliminary data highlights the need to document and qualitatively characterize the 
relationships that researchers establish with communities as a basis for promoting 
research practices and specific ways of establishing networks that contribute to the 
proper and respectful inclusion of knowledge associated with the biodiversity of local 
and indigenous peoples. So far, the multiple relationships and the uses of traditional 
knowledge have not led to an institutional, legal and ethical framework in which the 
research will contribute to effectively protecting the rights of communities. 
 
Challenges for the adoption of a biocultural approach to research 
 
Research is not a neutral term, and it makes indigenous peoples from around the world 
feel uneasy (Smith, 1999; Bagele, 2012). It is common for researchers from different 
disciplines to enter indigenous territories without observing community protocols and to 
end up carrying out research projects that do not take into account the interests and 
needs of communities. The biocultural approach would help to establish mutual trust to 
facilitate research and promote the conservation of biological and cultural diversity 
(Nemogá, 2013). However, the practical application of the biocultural approach to 
research found several barriers: 
 
The institutional and legal framework 
The institutional framework for biodiversity research discourages researchers from 
acquiring additional commitments in the complex political, social and cultural context. 
Working with communities and ensuring their adequate and effective participation 
implies greater time and resources that sponsoring agencies, institutions and colleagues 
describe as expensive and unnecessary. The omission of consultation and the lack of 
prior informed consent are shortcuts to a comprehensive ethic in research on 
biodiversity in indigenous territories. 
Prior consultation with the involved communities is rarely observed during research on 
biodiversity and genetic resources. Records of contracts for access to genetic resources 
show that consultation processes are filled at a very low proportion compared to 
research in genetic resources in situ that takes place in Colombian territory. First, not all 
research on genetic diversity in situ has processed a contract to access genetic 
resources. Second, from a total of 105 contracts for access to genetic resources granted 
up to September 2014, prior consultation was given to only 15 cases for conducting 
research in collective territories, of which nine are investigations carried out by the 
National University of Colombia (PLEBIO-Database, 2013). 
 
Emphasis on inventories and measuring biodiversity 
Since 1990, environmental and academic institutions, articulated under the idea of 
sustainable development, took on programs and projects focused on genotypes and 
species inventories of diverse ecosystems. Institutional research efforts emphasize the 
focus on biodiversity as natural capital. Development plans and bioprospecting 
initiatives focus on biological and genetic diversity as natural wealth to develop new 
food and health products, handicrafts, cosmetics, ecotourism, among others. More and 
more, research is aimed towards the incorporation of biological and genetic diversity as 
inputs for economic development. The diversity of life, whether it is plants, animals or 
microorganisms, is progressively taken as an object that after being inventoried and 
mapped, must be manipulated, fragmented and used in industrial applications. The 
Science, Technology and Innovation System and the National Planning Department 
adamantly promote biodiversity as a competitive advantage for the development of 
biotechnology (Pacheco et al, 2008;. CONPES, 2008, CONPES, 2011; Melgarejo, 2013). 
 
Local communities as providers of data 
Indigenous, black and local communities, who have lived on their territory for several 
generations and are continuously adapting to ecological changes and developing 
relationships with "other non-human persons", are treated as storehouses of useful 
data. The majority of research on biodiversity focuses on collecting data to be 
integrated with segmented and temporary observations of the scientific theoretical 
framework (Ferguson et al., 1998). In these practices, worldview, belief systems, 
ethical principles and teachings that accompany the indigenous ways of life are 
discarded as useless without realizing that they are essential for the deployment of the 
diversity of life and knowledge production ( Pino et al., 2003). 
 
Omission in the System of Science, Technology and Innovation 
The measuring system in the Scienti platform promotes the registration of individual 
researchers and excludes the reality of knowledge systems of indigenous peoples and 
local communities. Tools designed to recognize knowledge and innovation production 
and their measurement are governed by criteria and quantitative indicators of individual 
production. Records of communities as knower and producer of knowledge on species, 
ecological relationships, and uses of biodiversity and conservation practices turns out to 
be unfeasible in the Scienti platform. This exclusion corresponds to the invariable 
absence of programs at universities recognizing the knowledge systems of indigenous 
peoples. An exceptional case is the Faculty of Education at the University of Antioquia 
that introduced a degree in Pedagogy of Mother Earth and research projects involving 
indigenous participants as researchers (Lopez Sierra, 2007). At the same time, 
academic and government institutions reject or ignore opportunities for training in 
higher education that indigenous peoples have autonomously built, such as the 
Indigenous Intercultural University of the Cauca Regional Indigenous Council (UAIIN-
CRIC) (Bolaños, 2009, Pancho et al ., 2012). 
 
Ethical considerations for research 
The biocultural approach provides a basis to support a research ethic guided by the 
premise of "living with biodiversity". In indigenous worldviews land, plants, animals, 
mountains and rivers are part of a whole to which humans are integrated. In different 
indigenous worldviews, for example, plants and animals form a single community with 
humans and are treated and respected as living and sentient beings (Sherry and Myers, 
2002). As a whole, humans and non-humans are conceived as a result of the same and 
only source of life, Mother Earth. This relationship of identity and community that 
extends with nature can be found in different indigenous worldviews and supports a 
different ethic (Feit, 1973). 
 This distinctive ethics in indigenous worldviews involves showing love and respect for 
other members of the extended natural community in various ways: repaying and 
thanking actions towards the earth; welcoming celebrations and caring for new seeds; 
following the principle of not taking more than necessary; and performing ceremonies 
accompanied by the use of plants and animals. In the Anishinabe’s way of life, for 
example, soil, plants, rocks, rivers and animals are members of the Ahishinabe family 
(Hallowel, 1960). Hallowel (1960) and Nadasdy (2011) talk about "other non-human 
people" to describe the understanding of the relationships with those other members of 
the Anishinabe community in Canada and Yukon in Alaska, respectively. This 
recognition and relationship with "other non-human people" has been present also in 
the Amazonian cultures (Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1971; Posey, 1985; Posey, 1997). 
 
The biocultural approach is based on admitting that the action of knowing is not an 
exclusive attribute of brains trained in fragmented disciplines of Western science 
(Posey, 1999; Watson and Huntington, 2008). It assumes that science offers partial 
results, fragmented, but is not able to provide a comprehensive understanding of all, as 
noted in the preface to this reflection. Before reacting to explanations that do not 
match the western epistemological and ontological framework, attributing them to 
mysticism, atavism or Barbarism, the biocultural approach invites the researcher to 
understand why such explanations work in other cultural communities (Watson and 
Huntington, 2008). 
 
In Colombia, the constitutional recognition of indigenous peoples as collective subject 
holders of fundamental rights is a seminal principle for a plural society, including the 
recognition and effective protection of biocultural diversity. The judgments of the 
Constitutional Court on the right to self-determination and cultural identity; the right to 
collective property, resources and traditional knowledge; and the right to participation 
agree with an approach to the conservation of biocultural diversity that assumes the 
complexity of interactions between human communities and biodiversity. The study and 
adoption of the biocultural approach provides an entry for transforming attitudes and 
practices that reject ancestral rights. Also, it can contribute to the recognition of the 
intrinsic value of biodiversity to ensure their preservation in a multiethnic and 
multicultural nation.  Embracing this approach also has the potential to positively 
influence the ethical training of new generations of researchers. In sum, the biocultural 
approach can nurture research agendas agreed upon by academia and indigenous and 
local communities under terms of respect, trust and mutual recognition, aimed at 
preserving and reaping the benefits of an exceptional biological and cultural diversity.  
 
CONCLUSIONS 
The call of Turnhout et al. (2013) on the need to advance research and development of 
alternative ways to support, modify or re-invent mutual relations between nature and 
society is relevant to research in bioculturally diverse countries. In response to this call 
it is appropriate to adopt the biocultural approach to research. 
This approach is relevant because the biodiverse Colombian territory is mediated by 
different cultural formations of indigenous and African descent as well as peasant, rom, 
raizal, and palenquero that enrich their interactions with geography and diverse 
ecosystems. Several reviewed investigations have documented and reiterated the active 
role of human groups, showing that the structure and processes of biodiversity and its 
conservation are permeated by the actions of local and indigenous communities. These 
investigations are characterized by the acceptance and recognition of the indigenous 
and local populations’ worldviews present in different ecosystems. 
 
Contrary to the adoption of a biocultural approach, institutional research efforts 
emphasize the focus on biodiversity as natural capital and its industrial use. Gradually 
bioprospecting has been incorporated as a pillar of economic development in a 
government vision driven by Colciencias and the National Planning Department, 
ignoring the relevance of the country's cultural diversity for research and conservation 
of biodiversity. 
 
The explicit link of Afro-descendants, indigenous, and local communities within 
research processes on biodiversity  in Colombia, demonstrated in the data base 
GroupLac for the 1991- 2010 period, has not propelled a transformation of relationships 
between researchers and communities. The biocultural approach is a way to build 
relationships of mutual trust and partnerships that facilitate research and promote the 
conservation of biological and cultural diversity. However, the adoption of the 
biocultural approach finds several limitations: the institutional and legal order, the 
emphasis on inventory and measurement of biodiversity, and the role assigned to 
communities as mere providers of research data. 
 
In this context, respect for the collective rights of indigenous peoples and local 
communities, and the observation of community protocols typical of a biocultural 
approach in collective territories, offers an ethical path that is more efficient for 
biodiversity conservation. The study and application of the biocultural approach is 
offered as a framework for generating new relationships between researchers and 
communities that contribute to the preservation of biological and cultural diversity. 
Partnerships and alternative approaches would not be necessary if science could 
proclaim that present threats against life diversity and earth’s ecosystems are known 
and controlled, which would contradict what was warned by the founders of 
conservation biology in the mid 1980's.  
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